Ruth Serwotka:      Okay. Thanks. Um, it's really good to be here to have such a big meeting. And, um, I want to repeat what's been said already, which is that, you know, we were told there was a hashtag, in fact-

Audience:           (laughs)

Ruth Serwotka:      ... called no debate. Uh, well, I think, we've sort of proved that wrong tonight. So, [inaudible 00:00:24]. 
                    Um, I just want [00:00:30] to start with why did we set up, um, the Women's Place UK campaign. Um, and it's very, very new. It started, um, around about September when, uh, a group of friends literally went round to a friend's house and had a discussion about our ongoing concerns. And these already outlined a sort of background to what was going on and the climate, uh, and the silencing of women, and the fact that feminists [00:01:00] were finding it very, very difficult to get their voices heard. So we had a discussion about what can we do. 
                    And we decided that, um, a campaign around, uh, the Gender Recognition Act and reforms that were being proposed was something that we could probably get off the ground, and something that was really, really urgent. So, you know, a part of what the discussion was on that day around that kitchen table was literally, we haven't been consulted. There was no women's voice at the table. [00:01:30] In fact, it's incredible, the Women's and Equality Committee in Parliament actually proposed reform on gender without consulting any single feminist organisation and disregarded all of the feminist [inaudible 00:01:48].
                    And that is just astounding. And you know, we have to pause and think, how did we get here? How did we get here when the Women's Equality Committee in Parliament does not listen to the voice [00:02:00] of women? So, we are in, I would say, you know, an alter place to agree to be.

Audience:           (laughs)

Ruth Serwotka:      It's very odd, and it's got to change. So, um, we have this discussion, and we've decided to start the campaign. And I think we can sort of safely say, um, we are, uh, quite proud and pleased with how well it's going. Um, it has got the debate going. Um, but there was also something else, I think, that I need to say about that, because, um, we knew it was gonna be really [00:02:30] difficult, and we knew we were gonna face a lot of hostility, and we knew we were gonna be trolled, and we were gonna face you know, people saying all horrible things and perhaps even reporting us to our employers and all the rest of it, um, and some of that has happened.
                    But the thing that really sealed it of me was my friend sending me um, a trans activist, trans woman's, claimed to be trans woman's Twitter, um, account, with, um, somebody, with a woman swinging some tassels on her breasts and [00:03:00] basically saying, you know, "Up yours, feminists."
                    And this was a-a left wing Twitter account. And we had a conversation, [Corinne 00:03:10] and I actually, Corinne is here to tonight, and I just said, no matter what happens, no matter if we're defeated, I am never going to regret trying to alter the discourse that is going on in the [inaudible 00:03:29].
                    And um, [00:03:30] actually, it was to be [inaudible 00:03:32] because the timing was right, um, literally about a week later a woman was, uh, assaulted going to London to a feminist meeting. Um, and I was in that meeting, uh, literally surr-, I mean, you know, we, it kind of, kind of gets a bit overdramatic and we weren't surrounded. It was a small crowd outside, of trans activists, shouting, "Burn it down." Now, um, you know, I think it's important to remember that they're small. They're loud, but they're small, and, you know, I think what we can see to some extent is the house [00:04:00] is built of sticks, and we can huff and puff, and hopefully we'll blow it, we'll burn, you know, we'll blow it down, not burn it down, not burn it down, but blow it down.

Audience:           (laughs)

Ruth Serwotka:      Um, so, um, you know, obviously, it's really important that we carry on, uh, with the campaign. So um, this is the time and this is the place now. This is it. There isn't gonna be another time and another place, and I'll come back to that point later. We have to get organised. Um, the demands of Women Place, of Women's Place UK, um, I'm going to go through [00:04:30] them, but they are so reasonable. I mean, you can sort of, picking up on some base points I think that, you know, it's become almost impossible for women to be cheeky, or provocative, or, um, you know, a little bit, um, ou-out of kilter, because they're, you know, you just absolutely close down.
                    But Women's Place UK has still faced massive criticism even though it's demands are incredibly reasonable. I mean, it's almost like we're a polite ladies' society, really. And we still have had [00:05:00] the trolling, and the misogyny, and the hate, so, you know, you can't, you can't do anything right if you are going to stand up for women's rights. 
                    So anyway, they, um, the point that I'm making is that these demands are something that, um, I don't think anybody can really, uh, object to, and we are a group that comes from the left. We are part of the trade union movement, unapologetically so. Um, we [00:05:30] are from women's organisations, so there are women who support us who ... Now, many of you might be here tonight, who work in things like women's aid, uh, domestic refuge shelters, and so on, um, that you, uh, we've got women who are women's health services, midwives and so on. Um, and we are of, on the socialist left.
                    Um, and we, um, are really keen to make sure that we keep, um, this campaign going, um, and [00:06:00] we think that all women's rights must be defended, and we don't think, you know, that there is a contradiction, um, between defending women's rights and also supporting trans rights, um, except in some exceptional circumstances, uh, which I will talk about in a minute. 
                    Um, but we think that it's really important that the left doesn't hang onto the idea that sex discrimination and sex equality are fundamental, uh, and that doesn't prevent anyone else living [00:06:30] or striving to live a happy, contented life, uh, to have rights to live that life without fear of discrimination or harassment. Of course, we support, um, the right for trans people to not face discrimination and to live their lives fear, free of fear and harassment and in fulfilment.
                    But that does not mean that then they can demand that there is a space, uh, for them, uh, which should be given to them by women, and so we [00:07:00] have put together five demands. The first one is I think that we are demonstrating tonight that we want a respectful debate in which women's voices are heard. So the consultation process around the Gender Recognition Act reforms, um, we think have got to start by creating at the starting point and women's voices and feminist voice should be heard in that consultation.
                    I agree with Bea, actually, that this now has moved on, and the consultation might become [00:07:30] something different, and I do also agree with Bea that it has moved on to the Labour Party and the labour movement and that therefore also connects it, become a very urgent matter for socialist feminists. 
                    Um, the second, um, principle that we have is that the principle of women only spaces should be upheld and defended. Um, and we're unapologetic about that. We think that there are reasons why, um, the Equality Act, which is what is being amended here, the Equality [00:08:00] Act allows for exemptions for women to have single sex protections in c-certain services. Um, and that's for real reasons. It's being campaigned for by feminists so that women do not have to face, um, men in certain circumstances.
                    Uh, and that is being uh, uh, um, something that has been accepted and acknowledged by the left for generations, and all of a sudden, it's something that is incredibly controversial, and we're the ones who are so, [00:08:30] um, pointed out as being the ones who want to change the Equality Act, but actually fundamentally that is not true. The reforms are the things that warrant change to the Equality Act. 
                    The third demand is that we, um, review the exemptions in the Equality Act, um, allowing for single sex services, um, and single sex services are things like rape crisis services, uh, women's health services, um, counselling services, women's prison services, and, um, that, not only are those [00:09:00] exemptions considered, um, to be important and protected, but actually the review looks at how they are used and whether or not there could be, the could be extended, um, because we are really concerned that when we've talked to women, and when, who are working in women's services that what's happened has been a chilling effect through this debate, this very debate that's prevented women's services from actually asserting what's their right within the Equality Law to allow single sex exemptions, [00:09:30] so we want that reviewed.
                    And of course, our fourth point is that women should be consulted on all of the, uh, changes which affect them, um, so that's something that we would go back to the Women and Equalities Committee to make the point about that, and we also said, think that, uh, fifthly, that we consult on data gathering, um, which is important and will have a massive impact. And I don't know if you knew, but recently there was some, um, kite flying around the survey at [00:10:00] the census, um, suggesting that the census could drop the sex categorization of male or female and replace it by gender.
                    Uh, now, within a few days, we got a, managed to get a petition off the ground, and that got a few thousand signatures very, very quickly, and that seems to have dissipated and gone away. But, you know, the idea that we could, um, defend women's services, and, um, understand women's inequality without the sex data, um, [00:10:30] is just bonkers. And-and yet we have people who don't understand the most fundamental thing about protecting women's rights, so, um, I think, you know, obviously, these things are all, uh, very important.
                    Most of our demands are ... You know, I'm a lefty. They're pretty reform is [inaudible 00:10:48]. 

Audience:           (laughs)

Ruth Serwotka:      I-I just don't understand that [inaudible 00:10:53] about what is the problem about them. And-and all of, um, the things that I see about, you know, [00:11:00] this transphobic organisation, Women's Place UK, et cetera, the reason anybody who ever says, "I'm opposed to that, because x, y, and z," it's all, you know, generic, generic general criticism of, you know, you must have a horrible motivation. You must be a horrible person. You are a transphobe. And this is the level of the debate that I think, you know, we just have to kind of raise it a bit and say, actually, we want to have a proper discussion about how this is gonna impact [00:11:30] on women's lives, uh, and how it is really important for the left that actually could be in government. 
                    That's the fundamental thing. The left that could be in government, and that's always been influenced by a feminist agenda, whether, uh, you know, some people like it or not. Um, they, it-it is absolutely critical that people understand that the stakes are incredibly, uh, high on these issues. So, um, um, the process of self, [00:12:00] um, declaration is the thing that is, I think, of most concern to most feminists. Um, I, you know, you could have a big, long conversation about that. I think, um, Christina was pointing to some of the fundamental problems, which is hiding behind this notion, which is a Tory idea. You know, they're the ones introducing it. It's actually cuts to services.

Audience:           Mm-hmm (affirmative).

Ruth Serwotka:      And, that, it is a Trojan horse to [00:12:30] cut services both to trans people and to women. And how do, we can't, you know, we-we, the idea that we can't unite about something about trying to protect services as a left wing movement is pretty problematic, I think, so we should beware of that. And, um, I think there's already, uh, um, some evidence that the notion of self identity which is that, you know, you simply, um, uh, [00:13:00] online apply for a-a-a certificate or something to say that your gender is the, has-has changed, um, that-that notion is open to abuse. And this is the thing that people will not acknowledge, and it's very, very worrying. It's worrying about the state of the left's understanding of male violence. 
                    Let's say it clearly. There is male violence. There are a minority of men who are a danger to women. [00:13:30] That's the truth of the matter. And the fact that it's dismissed as completely irrelevant is a sign of the weakness of feminism within the left wing movement, and that has got to change, I think. So, um, you know, there's already evidence, uh, that there are sex offenders in prison who are changing their gender through self identity to try and get access to the female prison instead.
                    And so, you know, we have to acknowledge these things are there in our [inaudible 00:14:00]. [00:14:00] Um, I remember, um, going back now, you know, second generation feminist, which I think, you know, is part of the discussion that needs to be had with younger feminists. But there is a notion that the personal is political. You know, we have a discussion that, you know, that's not ... It-it-it, there are problems with that idea. But it's still something that I think is quite a powerful idea in the sense [00:14:30] of we know that for women, setting boundaries, and those personal boundaries being acknowledged and accepted is actually a fundamental part of feminism.
                    When boundaries are not, um, accepted, um, or are ignored, then I think we get into a state of conflict with people, and I think that we are in this moment, actually, at a point where our boundaries are [00:15:00] being completely ignored, where our boundaries are just kind of being road-road rough roughshod over. And-and they, you know, I think a lot of this start to come to this debate with just an intuition that something's wrong, um, and that intuition I think comes from our personal experience that we have lived a life in a biological sex that has rendered us, uh, because of a number of different things [00:15:30] such as childbirth, child rearing, uh, being at home, um, all of those things has rendered us in-unequal to men.
                    Um, and that being told that that's actually something that you can select out of-

Audience:           (laughs)

Ruth Serwotka:      ... is a matter about gender just feels wrong. So I just believe that there are a lot of women out there who, um, are beginning to grapple with this. They have an intuition, well, the personal is political. That intuition is correct. They are right to be concerned, and we need to [00:16:00] reach out to them. And, I think, you know, we grow, um, as girls and then into women, uh, in a sec-, up in sexist society. We grow up in a sexist society. We've been ... I repeat the point, because I think it was really well made. If you think sex doesn't matter, you do not think sexism matters. And that is, you know, where we're at with some men in our movement.
                    Um, so we know sex matters in a sexist society, and actually [00:16:30] if you look back on the women's movement, the labour movement, and on women's organisation, for generations women have organised on the basis of sex. F-for, you know, right back to the suffragettes, after that, um, back to, um, even the, you know, the miners' wives in the 80s, um, women have organised on the basis of sex, and that's because there is a common understanding of an oppression that is shared. 
                    And I don't think that's gone away, and I, if there's anybody [00:17:00] in the audience who wants to explain to me why that has gone away, what has changed ... You know, society's become structurally more unequal, not less. So in what way have women benefited? There isn't ... I can't see any analysis of that as a suggestion from people who oppose what we're saying. So women, women still suffer from, um, structural inequal-inequalities, and, um, that inequality is based on sex, not gender.
                    [00:17:30] In terms of personal experience, one of our founders, Judith, made a really moving speech, um, to Parliament recently. Um, and I just want to bring this up, because this is, uh, also what's at stake for women personally. And she made a speech about her childhood experience of being raped by a family member, and she made it to a Parliamentary meeting, so to really powerful men in the room. So the bravery actually [00:18:00] was formidable and incredible. 
                    And if ... What happened in that meeting was what would sometimes happens in our meetings, you know, I'm talking to lefties here, that she would've been denounced as a bigot, or that she would be dismissed, then it would've been absolutely devastating. I mean, luckily that didn't happen, but every time a woman says, "Yes, but what about," they are sneering at their experiences being [00:18:30] something that fundamentally real. That women have had these experiences, and that safe spaces really matter. 
                    And she went on to describe how a rape crisis centre saved her life, and that she sat outside that rape crisis centre for days and days watching women going in and out before she, uh, picked up the, um, courage to go inside. And she said now, if it was today, because now this rape crisis centre is trans inclusive, [00:19:00] if she'd seen a male bodied person going in and out, she probably would never have gone in.
                    And that's, you know, what's at stake. Now, her experience tells us a huge amount about why women feel so strongly about these issues and why they should be listened to, why-why we should listen to, and why sneering, um, dismissing women with the those experiences as bigots is deeply, deeply damaging, [00:19:30] um, and especially when it's coming from the left. It's totally unacceptable.
                    Um, and I think, no, it-it, I just want to make a point, uh, it is unacceptable, and it's got to stop, you know. [inaudible 00:19:51] say that, uh, just to use anoth-another left phrase, no pass around on the sexism and misogyny that passes as some kind [00:20:00] of left wing activism at the moment. Um ...
                    Okay, so this takes us to some of the online abuse that we're facing. Um, we're all labelled TERFs, tam-trans exclusion re-radical feminists, which, um, I'm sure all of you know, um, have seen it flowing around from time to time. It's a word that signifies a modern witch, um, [00:20:30] and the idea that feminists, uh, who have an opinion, um, uh, should be silenced and even go, you know, go as far as some sites, um, some, uh, tweets that you get, or some Facebook posts that we should be murdered. Um, and, um, it's out there, and, you know, people use it all the time.
                    Just in the last two days, there's been an account tweeting out, um, something along the lines of, [00:21:00] uh, that's, um, the women, uh, who are supporting a possible legal challenge on all women shortlists, which has caused absolute, apoplexing, you know, for God's sake, the idea that women can get a legal opinion about sex discrimination-

Audience:           (laughs)

Ruth Serwotka:      ... is just an absolute disgrace. But, um, one account which has been retweeted very approvingly by a kind of mainstream left wing blogger, uh, is called TERFs Are [00:21:30] Not Human. So there we are, women. We're not, we're not human. And, uh, this is, um, uh, really, really terrible, obviously. Um, and similarly, we've had, uh, Pink News, which in feminist circles-

Audience:           (laughs)

Ruth Serwotka:      ... is popular known now as Penis News.

Audience:           (laughs)

Ruth Serwotka:      Um, who has tonight reported several [inaudible 00:21:58] counsellors, woo, [00:22:00] have criticised a campaign, um, which is the-the campaign for the crowd funder for the legal opinion, they have spoken out to challenge the [inaudible 00:22:12] member, uh, Jane James. They've named her a [00:22:30] TERF.

Audience:           (laughs)

Ruth Serwotka:      Now, you know, [inaudible 00:22:34] on, guys, just, you know, you need to sort of tone it down a bit, and, um, uh-

Audience:           Woo!

Ruth Serwotka:      ... stop.

Audience:           (cheers)

Ruth Serwotka:      I think we should've said Jane James, a brilliant applicant and organiser, actually instead, um, for feminism. So, um, yeah, uh, Jane obviously is getting in next, so solidarity, Jane. Um, we're all with you on, on that. Um, so, you know, uh, Meghan Murphy, who's an, uh, Canadian feminist has written about this, [00:23:00] uh, as being hate speech. She sort of points out that [inaudible 00:23:05] TERFs, TERFs get the guillotine, TERFs get the wall, repeated ad nauseum. We've seen it everywhere, uh, repeated by left wing men often. Um, TERF's get the wall is from the dystopian novel The Handmaid's Tail. Well, that is art imitating life, isn't it, really?

Audience:           (laughs)

Ruth Serwotka:      For lack of [inaudible 00:23:23] room round. Um, so these are the men on my timeline, um, in the last day or two. [00:23:30] They're responding to me, and they are James, Captain Wonker, Jimbo, Fat Bloak, Damn Bloak, Journey, [inaudible 00:23:39] Thrill Hole, and Phil. I'll talk to you about Phil in a minute.

Audience:           (laughs)

Ruth Serwotka:      They all tell me that I'm a bigot, and a transphobe, um, and that I should shut up. Um-

Audience:           (laughs) 

Ruth Serwotka:      So I-I'm just saying, I mean, they're all left wing. [00:24:00] You know, we've got a real problem here. Um, we've got a real problem. Uh, we've got a man's right movement, man's rights movement in the middle of our movement. Let's sort them out.
                    Now, I just have to tell you what Phil said.

Audience:           (laughs)

Ruth Serwotka:      Phil said, um, trans women aren't women. So somebody said to him, "What's a woman, Phil?" 

Audience:           (laughs)

Ruth Serwotka:      [00:24:30] So he says, "A societal construct." Um, so, uh, but trans women aren't the societal construct. They're-they're innately, they're innately women. Um, but, uh, he then goes on to say, "But not one's that for, it's not one for me to define."

Audience:           (laughs)

Ruth Serwotka:      That's the women, including trans women, but they are women.

Audience:           (laughs)

Ruth Serwotka:      Biologically, no strong point, is there? Or I just have to ... So this is like a house of sticks that we can huff, and puff, and blow it down [inaudible 00:25:01]. Um, [00:25:00] so what I want to end with, um, something rounding on a little bit, uh, we have to fight to protect sex as a characteristic in the Equality Law. We have to concede so there is such a thing as sex discrimination, and we have to say that we want to continue and extend sex-based exemptions.
                    Now, I know that's all, that is actually quite complicated. It's the, it's the legal battle, [00:25:30] uh, but we have to get the arguments across as simply as possible that sex discrimination is still a massive issue. And we have to say that we are fighting for equal political representation with men. And 100 years after the suffragettes, that battle is not won.
                    And so we have got to say that, yes, all women shortlists are for women. And we also have to say that we are not accepting student sections in our [00:26:00] political parties that are called non-men sections, or organisations for men.
                    But I think far more than that, we have to say, this is a crisis, but it's a good crisis, because it's mobilised women. We've been sleepwalking to this point, obviously, but it's got us together. It's got us talking, and so this isn't the endgame, I don't think. We [00:26:30] have to focus on the GRA and the reforms because they are urgent, and, you know, we've got to defeat them. Hopefully we will. But let's build a women's movement, and let's have a mass women's movement that can go alongside the Labour Party to make sure that our needs are met by our party.

Audience:           Woo!

Ruth Serwotka:      Just a final point. In two years' time when we've built our movement, I want it, [00:27:00] the possibility for those men, the ... What was he called? 

Audience:           Phil. (laughs)

Ruth Serwotka:      [inaudible 00:27:06] Um, uh, to know they can't say what they're saying, to at least feel that there is some pressure, that they are going to be held accountable. Clyde Lewis, the [inaudible 00:27:21] was one of them.

Audience:           Yes. Yes.

Ruth Serwotka:      Hiding in about bigoted women. What a disgrace! I mean, you know, a man with political [00:27:30] power telling us that we don't need political representation.

Audience:           (laughs)

Ruth Serwotka:      We've got to, obviously, challenge that, and I think most of all, we have to say to ourselves, we have to seize the moment. This is an opportunity. We cannot regret it in 10 or 20 years' time. I don't want to face my daughter and that she has less rights than I had. My mother passed down my rights to me, and I am not letting anybody take those rights away from my daughter.

Audience:           [00:28:00] Woo!

Ruth Serwotka:      So go back, talk to your daughters, and make sure you [inaudible 00:28:23].

Audience:           Woo! Woo!